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Telling Tales – ed Nadine Gordimer (Bloomsbury, 2004)
Launch Saturday 20 November 2004, Windybrow Theatre, Hillbrow
1. It is a great honour to be asked to talk at this occasion.  We are celebrating the arrival of a book – a wonderful, rich book, one whose stories are full of sadness and wisdom and humour and playfulness and magic and truth.
2. It is also a distinguished book, for many of the world’s most famous and illustrious story-tellers agreed to put their stories into it.
3. So we celebrate not just the book, but the creative forces and vision and leadership that went into making it.  

4. So we must first honour and pay credit to Nadine Gordimer, who used her stature and influence and connections to collect the short stories in Telling Tales.  

5. But it is a special book, a very special book.  It is a book in which the authors’ contributions are dedicated to a cause wider than the mere fact of publication itself.
6. The deft pun in the title suggests that the tales told by the 21 authors are determined to make an impact – to be significant, weighty, important, meaningful, noteworthy, influential, striking, potent, powerful, compelling.  
7. And this is appropriate to the weighty cause to which the proceeds of the book will go.

8. They are not mere tales ‘told by an idiot’, signifying nothing – they signify concern and interest and commitment to one of the major moral issues of our time – the AIDS epidemic:  particularly the epidemic in Africa, and more particularly in South Africa.
9. The authors recognised the moral call when it came – in the form of Nadine’s persuasion – and contributed their stature to its resolution.

10. In speaking about the collection, Nadine has likened her project to ‘musicians [who] for some years arranged and performed jazz and pop events and classical concerts to raise money and promote awareness of the millennial version of the millennial plague’.  
11. But, she says, it is not in the nature of writers’ work, to ‘perform’ – hence this collection:
which is filled with as much joy, variety and ‘swing’ as a jazz or pop concert, and with as much intensity and solemnity as a classical recital.

12. The book will undoubtedly enjoy considerable success, and its funds will go to an organisation that in the last six years has established an almost unique moral stature for itself: the Treatment Action Campaign.

13. The TAC is undoubtedly one of the most successful, morally driven, civil society action organisations in the developing world.  

14. Imbued with equal measures of passion and clear-thinking calculation, it is a model of its kind.  It has also become a phenomenon in democratic South Africa.  It has shown resolution, courage, inventiveness, imagination … and from time to time a not inconsiderable acquaintance with essential street-fighting skills.

15. When Nadine started this project more than a year ago, many of us hoped that by the time of its launch in November this year, the book would embody a tribute from one Nobel Prize-winner to another: for the TAC and its founder Zackie Achmat were nominated for – not the literature – but the Peace Prize.  
16. Alas, that was not to be; and those of us who so hoped may be forgiven for regretting that the deserving recipient of the Peace Prize this year has been credited with views about the origins and significance of the HIV virus and the AIDS epidemic that can with appropriate understatement only be described as weird.

17. One of the reasons why the TAC rose to world-wide prominence is that – unexpectedly, and surprisingly – our own national effort to grapple with AIDS became enmeshed in a damaging and futile debate about the aetiology of AIDS.
18. The most damaging part of that debate was that doubt was cast on the part that treatment should rightly play in responding to AIDS.

19. The TAC and other voices – sometimes unfortunately too few voices – found themselves seeking to defend elementary and fundamental truths in the epidemic, when the focus should have been not theory, but practical steps in containing the spread of HIV and its terrible consequence of AIDS.

20. In introducing the book at the Publishers’ Choice Christmas promotion recently, Nadine spoke of ‘the tragedy of incapacitation, suffering and death by AIDS’.

21. That tragedy has been exacerbated, and the containment of the epidemic made immeasurably more difficult by the debate about the causes of AIDS and the proper treatment for it.

22. This led to a crisis not only of suffering and death from AIDS, but also a moral crisis of leadership and action, and a national crisis of truth-telling.

23. The suffering and death and our own incapacity for action produce deep and complicated emotions in all of us.

24. Last time I spoke at the Windybrow, when Raks Seakhoa and his wRite Associates organised a candlelight ceremony, I asked members of the audience how many of them had themselves lost close family members in the epidemic.  It was moving to see how many people responded.

25. So tonight we feel three emotions.  We feel a deep sorrow at what we have lost, at the suffering and grief and pain of illness and death.

26. We feel anger at ourselves, that our own incapacities as humans, our own fears and inhibitions and failures of insight and action, have prevented us from feeling more and doing more and loving more and helping more – each of us, in each of our families and workplaces and communities and homes.

27. But tonight we also feel hope.  The most important thing about AIDS is good news.  

28. Despite the depth of the ‘millennial’ fears and anxieties that the virus and its effects produce in us, HIV is after all ‘just’ a virus:  and it is a virus that responds well to professionally administered and supervised treatment.

29. I myself fell ill seven years ago with severe symptoms from AIDS.  I felt the effects of the virus in my lungs, in my breath, on my tongue in my stomach, in the death-auguring exhaustion that dogged my every step.
30. Yet I have survived – to feel the blessing of a full and long and I hope productive life beyond AIDS.
31. So at the end of 2004, and as we celebrate the happy event of this launch, we have much more reason for optimism than a year and a half ago.
32. We have a national treatment plan, and a commitment in the President’s at the opening of the third democratic Parliament in May this year to a specified number.  That number may not be reached, and there is much still to be achieved in government’s practical commitment to treatment provision.  

33. But unlike eighteen months ago, it forms an unequivocal part of public and governmental policy: 

A huge stride forward.

34. And the proceeds of this book will go to providing more people with treatment and choices and options for life and well-being than they had before.

35. At the end of Njabulo S Ndebele’s sombre and beautiful story in the collection, ‘Death of a Son’, told from the heart and through the voice of a mother and a wife, the narrator recounts how she lies exhausted by grief on her bed, but in her womanly cycle feels the strange compulsion of new hope, new beginning:
36. ‘Something came back after it seemed not to have been there for ages.  It came as a surprise, as a reminder that we will always live around what will happen.  The sun will rise and set, and the ants will do their endless work, until one day the clouds turn gray and rain falls, and even in the township, the ants will fly into the sky. Come what may. … 

I will be ready for another month.  Ready as always, each and every month, ready for new beginnings.

… Without our knowledge, all the trying events had prepared us for new beginnings.  Shall we not prevail?’

37. That story was written in 1987, when South Africa was a racist oligarchy, and democracy and freedom seemed impossible of birth.  Ndebele’s story spoke with prophetic, sober hope.
38.  His words apply also to our present plight, to the illness and exhaustion and death that surrounds us in this millennial epidemic.

39. Yes, these trying events prepare us all for new beginnings, and yes, we too shall prevail.

